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Graduate leadership retreat: reflecting, reconnecting and exploring our strengths
Seven NOSW graduates and four
staff traveled to the Red River Gorge
for a graduate leadership retreat
September 9-12.
The purpose of the annual
retreat is to give graduates who
are engaged in leadership in their
communities a chance to pause,
reflect and build their skills.
Using the Gallup
Strengthsfinder, each woman
learned her top five strengths and
how to celebrate and build on them.
“We all learned a lot this
weekend,” said Amanda Gadd, a
2019 graduate. “It’s just really been
enlightening. I think I’ve accepted
that the way that I am is not
necessarily so bad.”

In the River of Life
activity, they drew the river
of their lives to illustrate
times when they were
influenced by a leader or
had been a leader.
At the close of the
retreat, they reflected on
what they’d gained and
what they were taking with
them.
“When we come
Clockwise from top left: Jennifer Walden, Tami Gentry,
together as sisters, we’re
Brandy Stafford, Sarah Rose and Salena Riley
free to speak how we feel,
what’s going on in our
We are all just one.”
minds, and we can forget about
Garnet Sexton, 1991, added:
home and work,” said Salena Riley,
“A common theme for the New
a 2015 graduate. “It all goes back to
Opportunity School: It gave us all a
this is our safe space, our cocoon.
voice.”

The Sisterhood
Summer 2022 graduate rediscovered her courage and now plans to finish college
Gina Meyer has always loved
learning and adventure.
In her twenties she visited
multiple countries while a student
at Northern Kentucky University.
A professor encouraged her to
apply for an archaeological dig
in the Caribbean, and she ended
up spending four summers there,
taking her young son along on some
of those trips.
“I wanted him to see that there
was more to life than just Kentucky,
that the world was a big, big place,
and that no matter what, if he
wanted to do it, he could do it,” Gina
said.
By writing grants and applying
for fellowships, Gina was able to

Gina Meyer

spend time in Europe and Indonesia.
When she was about to
graduate from NKU, Gina had
bought her cap and gown, printed
invitations and applied to grad
schools. Then she got a letter saying
she lacked one credit to graduate.

The news was devastating. She
began a downward spiral. Hearing
she couldn’t graduate confirmed in
her mind that she was an imposter.
She went from juggling parenting and 21 hours of classes to doing
nothing. “If I was a great student and
grant writer, then I became the best
at doing nothing.”
Around this time, Gina was
involved in a car accident and was
prescribed pain medication. “I ended
up on Oxycontin.” She said the next
twenty years were a blur. “I made
one bad decision after another.”
She tried many times to get
clean. But she wasn’t aware of the
services available to her or how she
See Gina on page 3.

From the Executive Director
I recently got the opportunity to
visit the NOSW archives, housed at
Berea College. Though we lost many
documents and photos in a fire in
2011, some of our papers remain.
It was fun to see the schedule from
our first residential session in 1987
and read the reports written by
our founder Jane Stephenson, with
quotes from that first class of women. I was struck by how similar those
quotes are to the words we hear
from graduates today.
Here at NOSW we’ve been
celebrating our 35th anniversary
this year. Anniversaries always bring
reflection. But after two years of a
pandemic and many other devastating events—including tornadoes
and flooding in Kentucky—it can be
hard to remember what life was like
before.
And yet, even as we feel the
gravity of so much loss, we also feel
the wonder of renewal. This pro-

gram has always been about renewal. The renewal of confidence, hope
and determination in the women we
serve. And the renewal of support
from so many partners, donors and
friends who have helped us keep
going all these years.
We feel renewed by seeing our
women in person this year, after two
years of online programs. We hosted
our first residential session since
before the pandemic in June, and
we’ll have a second one in November. And in September, our staff got
to share in the renewal of seven
graduates who joined us at a cabin
in the Red River Gorge to reconnect
with their sisters and recommit to
their progress.
This anniversary has also given
us the chance to renew connections
with partners and friends we’ve
worked with over the years.
For example, Jane Stephenson.
Our founder has never stopped

contributing to this program. She
connects with our women at every
residential session. But this anniversary year has given us the chance to
collaborate with Jane even more as
we all look back and look forward.
We had the pleasure of being with
Jane at Berea College in March as
she was honored for her lifetime of
service to Appalachia.
As we send out our last newsletter of 2022, we are grateful for
the constancy of this program—the
longstanding commitment to our
original mission—and for the creative ways in which NOSW is always
renewing itself. For as long as women need this program, we’ll have
new challenges, new opportunities
and new sisters.

Updates
NOSW grads help get the word out

Thank you, Berea Food Bank

NOSW is eager to meet new women who would benefit from our
programs, and some of our best ambassadors are our graduates.
Amanda Gadd, left, a 2019 NOSW graduate, and Barbara Harvey,
a 2018 graduate, represented NOSW at a National Alliance on
Mental Illness (NAMI Lexington) event in May and will be at the
next NAMIWalks Your Way on October 8. If you know of an event
or organization that NOSW should connect with, email us at
ahogg@nosw.org.

This year NOSW is
pleased to partner with
the Berea Food Bank,
which provides meat, fresh
vegetables and other staples
for our two-week residential
sessions.
“It’s a natural partnership
for us to be with the New
Opportunity School because they’re doing much the
same work—lifting all the boats that they can as fast as
they can as well as they can, and we are so honored to be
a tiny little part of helping that work,” said Tony Crachiolo
(pictured), executive director of the food bank.
The food bank now receives only monetary
donations, which means it can purchase food at a
reduced rate and serve more families. Everyone who
comes to the food bank leaves with a week’s worth of
food. “We don’t say no to anybody,” Crachiolo said.
Send donations to 108 Parkway Ave., Berea, KY 40403.
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Gina Meyer rediscovered her strength to move forward
Continued from page 1.

might pay for them.
In 2016, Gina overdosed. While
she was in the hospital, a nurse
told her she could go to a recovery
center and her medical card would
pay. She went to Recovery Works
and got clean.
But in 2018 she found herself
overwhelmed with responsibility for
the people around her. She took a
handful of pills and ended up in the
hospital.
“As soon as I took those pills, I
realized I didn’t want to die,” Gina
said. “I just did not want to live in
this situation anymore. And when I
got out of the hospital, I went to a
women’s crisis center and stayed.”
Through therapy she has realized that before she was addicted
to pills, she was addicted to school,
trying to fill her emptiness with
achievements.
Now Gina works cleaning
houses and is very involved with her
young grandson. She discovered the
New Opportunity School for Women
while trying to help someone else.
“Being a caretaker, I was looking up
stuff for a friend of mine.”

Make a birthday gift

Gina with Sr. Robbie Pentecost, NOSW
executive director, at graduation

The friend was unable to attend,
but Gina applied. She came to
NOSW in June 2022. On the first
day, she was sure she didn’t fit in.
But by the time she graduated two
weeks later, Gina was determined
to go back to college and finish her
degree.
In her NOSW graduation speech,
she said: “I learned in these classes
that I am and have always been
everything I ever needed to be,
nothing less, nothing more, just
perfect the way I am.”

Veronica Gayle inherited her mother’s heart for service
Continued from page 4.

students who earned their GED,
improved their skills for better
employment, or just wanted selfimprovement. She referred several
students to NOSW, with some
amazing results. “Improved selfesteem and a vision for their future
were most notable,“ she said.
Always seeking ways to serve
her community, Veronica ran for
judge executive of Owen County in
2018 and 2022. Though she didn’t
win, she believes her campaign
raised important issues. “You can
make a difference whether you
win or not,” she said. “The most
important thing is that your voice be
heard.“

“I don’t know of
anything that promotes
women more than
NOSW.”
—Veronica Gayle
After the election this year,
Veronica donated the remainder
of her campaign funds to NOSW.
“I don’t know of anything that
promotes women more than
NOSW—and women who actually
need to know that they are capable
and that they have gifts and talents
that are useful in our society.”

This year NOSW celebrates
35 years of providing lifechanging opportunities
for women. Your support
sustains this program.
Will you make a gift to
create opportunities?

Planned Giving
NEW OPPORTUNITY SCHOOL FOR WOMEN

Leave a legacy
Did you know you can
support future generations
of NOSW women with a
planned gift? It’s easy to
include NOSW in your will.
Contact Robbie Pentecost
at rpentecost@nosw.org
for details.

Facebook
Our next residential session
is November 5-19. Watch our
Facebook page for updates:
facebook.com/noswberea

E-news
Want to receive our e-news
in your email inbox?
Email ahogg@nosw.org
to get on the list.
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204 Chestnut Street
Berea, Kentucky 40403

The New Opportunity School for Women

serves under-resourced Appalachian women who are ready to build stable and fulfilling lives
for themselves, their families and their communities. All of our programs are free.

Supporters
Daughter of NOSW graduate learned from her mom to seek challenges and serve others
Veronica Gayle learned early that
you can always make a difference.
Her mother, Berta Gayle, raised
nine children, encouraging them
all to pursue their dreams. Berta
always wanted to better herself and
consistently helped others do the
same, Veronica said.
Berta dropped out of high
school to marry and have children,
but when her youngest child was
five or six, she got her GED. “From
that time forward, she was on a
quest to accomplish new things,“
Veronica said.
In 1996, Berta attended the New
Opportunity School for Women. It
was a life-changing experience that
showed her new possibilities. She

later served as a
house sister for
the residential
program and
returned
to attend
graduations.
“She was
just 100%
committed to
Veronica Gayle
this program
because it impacted her life so
positively,” Veronica said. “I think it
was probably one of the first things
that made her feel like she could do
anything.”
Berta passed her love of
learning and new experiences
on to her children. She and her

daughter Connie went to nursing
school together, and Berta became
a licensed practical nurse. After
retiring from nursing, she was the
director of the local senior center for
several years.
Veronica went to college in
Kentucky and earned her Master
of Business Administration in
Oklahoma, where she lived for
25 years, working primarily with
nonprofit organizations. She
returned to Kentucky in 2005 to be
closer to family.
Before retiring in 2019, Veronica
was the director for the Owen
County Adult Learning Center. For
12 years she worked with adult
See Veronica on page 3.

